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Continuing Education
by Ronna W ineberg
He makes her feel young. That’s why Sarah
first became involved with him. She meets him
every other Tuesday. In another two days. She’s
forty-eight, and she hadn't felt particularly old
before or unhappy. Stuck, perhaps, as if she were
immersed in mud. Ben makes her feel like a girl.
A cliche, she often thinks as she lies naked beside
him at a Days Inn. Sometimes when she lies next
to her husband at home, her days seem numbered.
On rare occasions, she feels surprisingly old. when
her back aches or her teenage daughter peers at her,
saying, “God, you have a ton of wrinkles. Mom.
C an’t you do something?”
The first time she saw Ben was five years ago.
Sarah, a lawyer, was mailing a package for work.
January. The post office was crowded and cold. He
was in line ahead of her in a black parka and brown
wool gloves, reading a book. On Family Dynamics.
He impressed her immediately. His tall, lanky body,
his thoughtful manner. There had been ice storms in
Tennessee; power had gone out a few times. Sarah
overheard the woman in front of him asking if he’d
prepared for more storms. Ben looked up and said,
yes, he'd bought a generator. He seemed friendly.
Sarah asked, "Where did you buy it?”
H e’d gotten it second-hand from his w ife’s
brother, he said. “Anyone can buy one at Home
Depot. Do you have someone who could help
install it?” he asked Sarah.
“Not really.” She thought of her husband, but
he was a virologist, always busy. She didn't men
tion him.
A few weeks later, she bumped into Ben at a
continuing education class. She recognized him,
the man with the generator. He asked, “ How did
you survive the last storm?”
They traded life stories. She felt a natural affin
ity for him. He was a lawyer, too, specialized in dis
ability law, moved from California years ago. Sarah
told him she was from Boston, came to Tennessee

with her husband. She worked in estate planning,
had recently branched into divorce. Sometimes she
thought she was too soft-natured to be a lawyer.
When she saw the dispute-resolution class, she
decided to return to her roots. She’d started as a
social worker. Perhaps she could work with fami
lies again, mediate conflicts. Lessen a tension, she
told Ben, better a life. She thought, but did not say
to him, that she might use the techniques with her
own family or to try to resolve the disputes she felt
within herself.
On Tuesday morning, Ruth Lambert, a new
client, sits in Sarah's office. The space is a small
square in the modest suite that Sarah shares with
two other lawyers. A large window looks out on
downtown. Slants o f winter sunlight brush across
her desk.
“ I want a divorce,” the woman says. “ I can't
go on anymore.”
Sarah rests her hands in her lap and waits for
Ruth Lambert to continue. Some clients are full
of emotion; others are reserved. Sarah believes
that clients feel more comfortable because she
is a woman. Forthcoming. She's often privy to
details of people’s intimate lives, as if she were a
psychiatrist.
Ruth Lambert is silent now.
‘"Tell me your circumstances,” Sarah encour
ages. "Has anyone been unfaithful? Do you have
children?”
"Children.” She sighs. She is petite, with short
dark wavy hair, and is dressed in a black suit.
Her large brown eyes are painted with pencil and
mascara. Beautiful dark lashes, sad eyes, Sarah
thinks.
"We have two teenagers,” she says. “I want to
be frank. It’s not an affair. He is not having an affair
that 1 know of. But his temper is unbearable. If I
have a different opinion, my husband goes ballistic.
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’Go to hell. You’re starting a god
damned argument.' He even said. ‘I
hope you get run over by a truck.’
Is this the man I love?" She pulls
her chair close to Sarah's desk, taps
her fingers on the shiny wood. Her
sweet, rose-scented perfume fills
the air. Her nails are bright red, the
polish chipped. She glances at her
small amethyst ring, the four silver
bangle bracelets on her wrist. “He
supports us, but some days, I ’d
rather starve."
Sarah nods. “You w on't starve,
I hope.” She glances at the calen
dar on her desk, a present from her
daughter: “ For Women W ho Do
Too Much." Tuesday. Her husband
is out of town at a conference; in
two hours she’ll be with Ben. “Tell
me about your husband's work."
She studies Ruth Lambert. "Has he ever hurt you
physically?"
"Physically, no. Emotionally, I ’m full of bruis
es.” The woman smiles sadly. “ He's in music. The
business end. But what I said isn't exactly true.”
Sarah waits. There are two sides to every story.
It can be difficult to pull the story from a client.
Ruth Lambert stares at her lap, then eyes Sarah.
"He had an affair once. I found out...did something
foolish. I became involved with someone." A red
blush covers her face.
Sarah shakes her head in sympathy. I became
involved with someone, too. "These things hap
pen. If one partner is having an affair or thinking
of it, the other partner often is.” She'd read that in
a family law journal. My husband wasn't having
an affair, and I became involved anyway. She still
hasn't mastered distancing herself from clients.
"In a million years, my husband wouldn't sus
pect. But something happened. My lover treated
me better than my husband does." Ruth Lambert
smiles, a soft dreamy smile. "Or maybe marriage
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ruins you.” She bites her lower lip, as if considering
her words. "Or the affair ruins you. But something
is ruined, as if I’ve left the Garden of Eden. When
we married, 1 was sure I'd entered a Garden of
Eden. But it’s not.”
"That's often the case.” Sarah jots a notation on
a legal pad. Marriage doesn’t ruin you. she thinks,
you ruin yourself. There are no Gardens of Eden.
She has friends who complain about their husbands
but want to stay married. It depends on what you're
willing to accept. In her own life, even as she said,
“ I do,” she'd had small second thoughts. Sarah’s
husband has a temper, like Ruth Lambert's husband
does. He works long hours. Nights, he plays games
on the computer to relax. They don't have much to
talk about anymore.
The woman is describing her ruined Garden of
Eden. Tears brim in her eyes. Sarah feels for her,
hands her a box of tissues. Clients often ramble
like this, as if to purge themselves. They just want
comfort. Sarah used to become impatient. But
listening is rarely a waste of time. Once a client is
unburdened, he or she can focus. As if one must
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walk through the muck of contradictory feelings no more clearheaded than clients, than Ruth Lam
bert. But Ben has a grip on her feelings that w on’t
to reach the heart of the matter.
Ruth Lam bert locks eyes with Sarah. "D o let go. It's simply love now. He w ouldn't believe
you think I'll suffer? Will it be difficult for the it, doesn't need to know. Driving to meet him, she
is shy and excited as a girl.
children?”
In the car, at the hotel parking lot, she waits
Sarah chooses her words carefully. "The sooner
for
her
cellular to ring so he can tell her the room
you get this behind you. the sooner you can get on
with your life. Your children will adjust. I'll repre he's in. She jots a note about Ruth Lambert's case
sent you. fight for you.” O f course Ruth Lambert on a legal pad, then stares at her reflection in the
will suffer, in the short run. Then she'll go on. rearview mirror. She used to feel absolutely mar
Sarah wishes she could make it different. Divorce ried before she met Ben. It’s been unsettling, a
continuing education, to see how one's affections
is always wrenching.
The woman dabs her eyes with a tissue. "I sup can waver.
Sarah's eyes are green, with a speck of brown,
pose you don't need to hear all this. But it helps
the skin folding beneath them like creased cloth.
to tell you.”
"I'm glad.” Sarah pauses. "Do you want to mar You have a lovely honest face, her father used to
say. That will help you in life. He was bom in Po
ry your lover ? Is that what you intend to do?"
“I don't know. Sometimes I think an affair or land. escaped during the second world war. a selfmade man. in the furniture business. A survivor.
a friendship is better than marriage.”
Sarah had thought this, too, "It complicates Always stem. There had been plenty of furniture
negotiations if he’s in the picture. I wouldn't men in the house when Sarah was growing up. but not
enough love to go around.
tion him.”
She has always prided herself on honoring
"Som etim es,” she whispers, “ 1 don't know
what I’m doing with my life. Yesterday, at a res commitments. But now she lies to her husband and
taurant. I saw a couple I knew. They were with a children, her secretary, the freckled-faced young
woman and introduced me. My lover's wife. It was man who had perfunctorily checked her into this
awful. There she was, sleeping the sleep of the in hotel before. She'd slowly lost her compunction
nocent. I felt tom. Guilty. Why can't he leave her? about this. Lies have become an element of her
personality, as if she is hollow inside. There is no
I'm ready to leave my husband.”
“These situations can become unbearably substance to her anymore, just a series of trapped
complicated. “ Sarah replies. “One piece of advice: doors. She is two selves now. Is this how Ruth Lam
I wouldn't divorce your husband to please your bert feels? The self who sleeps with her husband.
The self who betrays him. I am a good person, she
lover. I'd divorce him only to please yourself."
thinks now. / love my family, try>to do the best for
After Ruth Lambert leaves, Sarah tells the them, for my clients. I want to be a good person.
secretary that she's going to an afternoon meeting. I would never wish to hurt anyone. She shuts her
Instead, she drives east, away from the city, to a eyes. / am, in fact, not a good person.
The phone's ringing jars her to the present. She
Days Inn. It's sunny and mild, though it's Febru
ary. Perhaps this year’s winter storms are behind puts the cellular to her ear. hears Ben's voice.
When she knocks, the door opens immediately.
them. Sarah considers the litany of thoughts that
Ben
smiles.
crowd her mind whenever she meets Ben. Second
She is always amazed to see him. that he has
thoughts. Why does she allow herself to be subject
to these whims, as if she’s a teenager? Maybe I'm chosen her, just as she was surprised, when she
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tightness in her back. From time to time, she’s had
backaches. She wonders if this current discomfort
is punishment for her afternoon with Ben. She tries
to rearrange her body, moves slowly as if her torso
were a fragile object.
Instead of finding comfort, she feels a piercing
pain in her lower back, as if something were press
ing inside her. She debates whether to get up, find
Advil or just bear this. Bear it, she tells herself. But
she’s up again in another hour.
In the morning, pain is shooting down her
legs. She can barely move. She stays in bed as the
children get ready for school, grateful her daughter
has just gotten a driver’s license. After the children
leave, she considers what she has to accomplish at
work, decides to do what she can from home. She
calls the secretary and then phones her husband
at his hotel.
“ Pain down your leg?” he says after she’s
explained.
“The left side. Terrible cramping.”
“Must be sciatica. I’m sorry, honey.”
She can imagine him shaking his head in the
way he does when he’s sure of his opinion.
“Pressure on a nerve of yours,” he says.
“Very painful.”
“Not pleasant, back problems. Call the inter
nist. He can prescribe pain medicine, a muscle
relaxer. Or wait until 1 come home.”
She imagines a shrug, the wave of a hand in
dismissal.
" I’ll wait it out,” she says.
But the pain does not let up. She phones the
doctor. His nurse calls in a prescription, schedules
an appointment later in the week. Sarah’s daughter
picks up the pills from the pharmacy. They barely
take the edge off.
When her husband phones that night, she asks,
“How long will it take for the medicine to work?
For this to heal?”
"H eal.” A sigh. “T h a t’s the problem with
That night, at home, a few hours after Sarah Americans. They want a cure overnight. A virus
has gone to bed, she awakes with a feeling of has to run its course. A bad back w on't clear up in

married, that someone as smart and worldly as her
husband chose her then.
They kiss.
“Anything new?” She shuts the door.
“ You’re always new to me.”
She sighs. “This is like having another life.”
“Then you don’t have to leave your real one,
do you?”
Later, in bed, she feels tenderness toward him,
like she felt when she and her husband first set up
house, when the children were young. She thinks
ridiculously of Ruth Lambert. Why can't he leave
his wife?
“ Maybe w e’ll live together som eday,” she
says.
Ben kisses her neck. “I don’t think right now.”
He has told her he will not leave his family yet. He’s
unhappy, but his wife is part of a package with his
children that he’s not ready to give up.
"In a while?” She links her hand in his, stares
at the thin gold band on his finger, on hers.
He doesn’t answer.
"1 always thought w e'd live together some
day.” Sarah’s voice is heavy with disappointment.
“Maybe someday hasn’t arrived.” She laughs, try
ing to make light of this.
"Maybe sometime it will.”
She pulls the clean white sheet to her neck. She
is so good with words in her work, but can’t find
them now. “We could live happily ever after.”
"There’s no such thing.” His expression is seri
ous. “ But you never know.”
“ I suppose you don’t.” She moves her face
toward his. A manufactured scenario, living hap
pily ever after. She creates scenarios for work, as
most lawyers do, shading the truth when needed.
She wonders now if Ben shades the truth, too.
But when his lips meet hers, she understands that
though most things in life can be masked, it’s dif
ficult to camouflage love and desire.
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a day. Things need time to heal.”
“Oh.” Sarah isn’t sure why he’s brought up
nationality. “Do you think I should have tests? An
MRI?”
“Go to a doctor, honey. But w hat’s a test going
to tell you? If the doctor gives you one, then he’ll
send you to a surgeon. Better to take an anti-inflam
matory. Physical therapy. I ’ll be back in four days.
Stay in bed. If you want, I ’ll come home early.”
When they finish, Sarah places the telephone
receiver back in its cradle. Her husband means
well. What she wants from him is not information,
but comfort. She’s in bed, on her back, knees bent.
She phones Ben. H e’s out of town, too, for work.
She leaves a message on his cellular, then stares at
the telephone, feeling terribly alone. As if all that
exists is this room and the pain that has forced itself
into her, like an intruder. Punishing her. There must
be a language of pain, like the language of law or
love. She’s learning it now.
At night, the pain is worse. Tonight sh e’s
forgotten to close the bedroom blinds. She’s in a
drug-induced fog of painkillers and relaxers, liv
ing in a shadow world, without color or sound.
Like childbirth. She inhales the slept-in odor of
the sheets, the faint scent of sex with her husband
from days ago. I could bear this if l were having
a child. On her back, she shuts her eyes, breathes
slowly, as her Lamaze coach advised long ago.
She imagines the heaving, pushing, gasping. A
slithering head. Her daughter’s tiny, perfect body
popping out, like a miniature cannonball. She can
almost feel this.
Breathe, she tells herself, and she thinks of her
husband, then Ben, as if imagination can conjure
presence. Ben is in the room now, holding her
hand. Desire seems to cut through the pain. The
best sex is in your mind, she thinks. She remembers
her first boyfriend from long ago. He was young,
strong and confident. Like she feels with Ben. She
half-expects to hear his voice, opens her eyes. A
full white moon is shedding light, like a Chinese

lantern, through the window. There are no storms
tonight, though snow is beginning to fall. Tiny
flakes that glisten in the moonlight. The light seems
to make her pain glow.
Things come back to haunt you. The small
second thoughts she'd had when she married have
resurfaced. We’re all haunted by something. She
knows her husband. He gets up early. He hates
to leave a task unfinished. That haunts him. She
doesn’t know about Ben. H e’s half-m ystery to
her.
In the morning, Ben phones, as he sometimes
does when out of town. He hasn't checked mes
sages on the cellular yet.
Sarah tells him about her back. “Try not to
worry. Demand that the doctor see you sooner,
Sarah. H e’ll help you.”
“Promise?” she asks foolishly, groggily. She
can feel the medicines dulling the pain and her
senses.
“I can’t promise that. I wish I could.”
“No one can. I suppose.”
“No.” His voice sounds hazy, far away. “The
world is new every day. Things can change in a
second. For the good. Hold onto that thought.”
“I will.” Her body feels heavy, like kneaded
dough. Ben is comforting her. For comfort she
would travel anywhere.
“Someday, maybe w e'll marry,” he says. “ I
want you always.” Or perhaps he doesn't say that.
Maybe she imagines this. Yes. Pure imagination.
Sarah's head feels woozy, as if she’s had too many
drinks.
These are the changes life brings. Sarah has
begun to see a physical therapist, as if she has en
rolled in a Continuing Education class. Back pain
is REAL —How to Cure It. Her back is a presence
she must be aware of now. It’s healing slowly, a
bulging disk. She’s learning to listen to her body.
She was always impatient with her father. He used
to talk about his ailments as if they were oppres
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sive boarders in the house, the gout, his asthma.
Now she feels regretful; his illnesses were prob
ably real.
For three weeks she works from home. Ruth
Lambert telephones her. “You’ve helped me,” the
woman says. “I’ve thought about what you told me.
I want this divorce for myself, not anyone else."
Sarah appreciates the new certainty in the
woman’s voice, and hopes to be well enough to
represent her at the court date.
For eight weeks, she misses her meetings with
Ben. They talk on the phone, but he seems beyond
reach, as if she is living in a new country where
she must be intentional about her movements, how
she sits or walks. Her husband helps with meals
and shopping. In the evening, she sits with him and
the children by the fireplace in the living room.
When he places his large hand on hers and asks,
“Do you need me to get you anything, honey?” she
shakes her head no and smiles, grateful. Here, in
this room, with him and the children, the pungent
scents of burning logs, the warmth of the bright
flames, she feels comfort. Safety. The strength
of her husband’s hand. As if she is wrapped in a
womb. She never wants to lose this, never wants
to grow old and be alone.
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Sarah expected to be young and strong for
years. She may well be. But now she has second
thoughts. She’s thankful for her husband’s help.
H e’s honored his commitments, taken care of her.
Given comfort. She w on’t leave him now, perhaps
ever. She asks herself: Do I want a relationship
with Ben, where there aren’t expectations? I ’m not
hurting anyone, am I? She doesn’t think she can
give him up.
Tuesday. She is m eeting Ben again. The
thought of seeing him makes her feel happy, like
her old self. She’s grateful that her back supports
her, that she’s temporarily whole.
This morning when she left for work, she kissed
her husband goodbye. “I ’m glad you’re feeling
back to normal,” he said. “I love you.”
“I love you, too.” At that moment, she did.
Driving to the hotel in the gray afternoon light,
she asks herself: How long can I continue with
Ben? For the rest o f my life? She has no answer.
Her thoughts wander to men she has loved. How
many? Enough. If you live long enough, you'll
have the chance to love different men. The image
of a college boyfriend flashes through her mind, his
curly blond hair and muscular arms, as if he were a
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masculine angel. He couldn’t become erect. Get it
up, be done with it. He had cried, ashamed. She’d
cried, too, for his discomfort. W hose fault? Skin
and orifices, a poke, you’re finished, done. Fleeting
as breath, a little death, die, revive, go on. How can
such a simple act hold so much power?
Today, Sarah is meeting Ben at a Holiday Inn,
closer to the city. A spring storm hovers in the air.
The clouds are full and heavy, as if rain will burst
from them at any moment. She rounds a comer into
the parking lot. She’s cautious about driving too
far because of her back. Marriage is artificial, she
thinks. How can you understand what you want
when you’re twenty or twenty-five? Or anticipate
who you’ll meet as life unfolds?
She waits in the car for Ben’s call and then
starts toward the lobby. As she’s walking, she
notices a woman leaving the building. Petite, with
dark hair. Bangle bracelets on the wom an’s wrist.
She reminds Sarah of Ruth Lambert. Sad eyes,
even though she’s smiling. Her arm is linked in the
arm of a short, dark-haired man. Her lover, Sarah
thinks. She steps beneath the eaves of the roof,
out of view, and watches as the couple walks past.
The woman is living a secret life, Sarah imagines.
Looking at them, she feels as if she’s seeing her
own life from the outside, as if she has been living
next door to herself for years. She is both disgusted
and drawn to what she imagines. Does she have sad

eyes, too? Then she thinks of the house she shares
with her husband and children, of her painful back,
the warmth of those days together by the fireplace.
That glow of legitimacy. The comfort.
When the couple drives off, Sarah continues
to the lobby. She looks to her left, then her right.
Afraid o f being caught. But so eager to see Ben, she
wants to run now. This is my gift to myself Yes. I
may do this fo r the rest o f my life. A new certainty.
As she hurries ahead, she glimpses another figure
at the other end of the parking lot. A man. Tall.
Far from her, like a silhouette. He walks toward
the hotel, staring ahead, as if he doesn’t want to
be noticed either.
Sarah slows her pace, watches. A car pulls
into a space near him, a woman driving. He turns
to her. A smile. A glance between the man and
woman, then away. Anticipation. Desire. There’s
no mistake. She squints for a closer look. The man
smooths his hand through his hair, hair that Sarah
suddenly realizes she has touched. Her husband.
She steps quickly beneath the eaves of the roof
again, so as not to be seen. Stumbling. The ache
in her heart is more piercing than she thought pos
sible. She stands, pressed against the cold, brick
wall, in a world without color or sound. Learning
a new language of pain. Deep in the shadows.
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